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Women High School Principals: 
Perspectives on Role Conflict, Role 
Commitment, and Job Satisfaction 
 
Ellen Wexler Eckman 







This study is an investigation of women high school principals in terms 
of the challenges they face, role conflicts they experience, their role 
commitment, and their job satisfaction. The purpose is to describe women 
high school principals addressing the issue of the continued 
underrepresentation of women in the high school principalship. Quantitative 
and qualitative data were collected from women high school principals in 
Illinois, Minnesota, and Wisconsin. The findings indicate that role conflict 
impacts career decisions—respondents delayed entering the high school 
principalship until the demands of raising their children had lessened. Role 
conflict is inversely related to job satisfaction; the more role conflict, the 
lower the level of job satisfaction. The number of students in the school 
affects job satisfaction and role conflict. Women today may have more career 
mobility than in the past. Encouragement and mentoring are key factors in 
enabling women to become high school principals.  
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The disproportionately low representation of women in the 
public high school principalship is a problem that has persisted over 
time (Bell & Chase, 1993; Mertz & McNeely, 1990; Porat, 1985; 
Schneider, 1986). The low representation of women in the public high 
school principalship was demonstrated in this study of public high 
schools in Illinois, Minnesota, and Wisconsin that was conducted in 
1998-1999. Approximately 48% of high school teachers in these three 
states are female, yet only 15.2% of high school principals in these 
states are female (see Table 1). These data indicate that the 
underrepresentation of women in the public high school principalship 
continues to be a problem.  
 
This study examines the experiences of female public high 
school principals to determine the impact of role conflict, role 
commitment, and job satisfaction on women in the high school 
principalship. It would be useful for women educators to understand 
the influence of role conflict, role commitment, and job satisfaction on 
women high school principals in order to make a thoughtful decision 
regarding the high school principalship as a career choice. By 
describing the women who are high school principals, in terms of age, 
ethnicity, marital status, and the presence of children at home, this 
study also provides important demographic information. A'S one of the 
participants in the study commented:  
 
[T]o encourage more women to pursue the principalship, we 
need to put the whole gender issue more clearly on the table 
and work with women in terms of the differences that exist, and 
help them better understand what they're going to face ahead 
of time.  
 
Literature Review  
 
Theories about educational administrative behavior have 
primarily been based on studies of men in organizations with the 
findings then generalized to women (Valentine, 1995). Historically, this 
was considered an adequate approach for understanding 
administrative behavior because few women held positions in 
educational administration. In the 1980s feminist scholars questioned 
the underrepresentation of women in administrative positions in 
education and called for theory and research that would be more 
NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be 
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page. 
Journal of School Leadership, Vol. 12, No. 1 (January 2002): pg. 57-77. Publisher Link. This article is © Rowman & 
Littlefield and permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Rowman & Littlefield 
does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express 
permission from Rowman & Littlefield. 
3 
 
inclusive of women's perspectives (Edson, 1988; Schmuck, 1981; 
Shakeshaft, 1989). By the 19908 Marshall and Anderson (1995) 
argued that women remained underrepresented in educational 
administrative positions, such as high school principal and 
superintendent, because increasing the number of women in those 
positions relied on men in positions of power to create access for 
women in ways that would have resulted in the loss of positions of 
power for men. Researchers have had difficulty finding uniform and 
reliable information on the number of women in educational 
administration (Bell & Chase, 1993; Mertz, 1991). Mertz (1991) 
reported that there were no systematic historical or current data on a 
national or regional basis that traced the number of females in 
educational administration over time. Data did not uniformly 
differentiate the various line positions, such as principal and assistant 
principal, by the school levels of elementary, junior high, and senior 
high.  
 
Likewise, some researchers have not distinguished between 
women in central office positions and women in the positions of 
elementary, middle, or high school principal and as a result examined 
all female educational administrators as a group (Edson, 1988; 
Shakeshaft, 1989). Other researchers focused on women principals, 
regardless of the type of school (Schmuck & Schubert, 1995). When 
women high school principals were studied, they were often included 
in a group with women superintendents and assistant superintendents 
(Matthews, 1995; Paddock, 1981). More recently, some researchers 
have concentrated their studies entirely on women superintendents 
without examining women high school principals (Bell & Chase, 1993; 
Blount, 1998; Brunner, 1997; Grogan, 1996; Pavan, 1999; Scherr, 
1995).  
 
A few studies have specifically focused on women high school 
principals (Fansher & Buxton, 1984; Mertz & McNeely, 1988, 1994; 
Nogay & Beebe, 1997; Paddock, 1981). These studies provided limited 
data on the number of women high school principals, their ages, race, 
marital status, and the location of their high schools. For some studies, 
the small number of women high school principals meant there were 
limited data to analyze (Mertz & McNeely, 1988; Paddock, 1981). In 
her national study of women in educational administration, Paddock 
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(1981) received responses from 97 of the 284 women high school 
principals (34.2%). Because of the limited number of female high 
school principals, Paddock combined the data from the women high 
school principals with the data from the women assistant 
superintendents and superintendents in reporting on several variables 
in her study.  
 
Most of the research about role conflict, role commitment, and 
job satisfaction has concentrated on women educational administrators 
as a group, without specifically focusing on women in the high school 
principalship. Several researchers have documented the existence of 
role conflict for women in educational administration as they attempt 
to balance home and family responsibilities with their professional 
roles (Edson, 1988; Erickson, 1985; Goeller, 1995; Kochan, Spencer, 
& Mathews, 2000; Paven, 1991, 1999; Shakeshaft, 1989). Only a few 
studies, however, have focused specifically on role conflict experienced 
by women high school principals. In her research on women high 
school principals, Paddock (1981) found that "the divided role of 
professional and homemaker is one of the biggest barriers to women’s 
career development” (p. 191). The role conflicts created by the time 
demands of the secondary school principalship were found to 
discourage women in their pursuit of the high school principalship 
(Alley & McDonald, 1997; Ortiz, 1982; Pounder, 1990). Some 
researchers noted that women high school principals experienced role 
conflict because they did not fix the masculine image associated with 
the role of high school principal (Pigford & Tonnsen, 1993; Pounder, 
1990, 1994). Finally, as Marshall and Kasten (1994) point out, the 
norms for educational administrators, which require attending 
numerous evening events and 60-hour workweeks, were “developed 
around the life cycles of men and outdated assumptions about men’s 
and women’s roles in the family and in society” (p. 4).  
 
Role commitment has been described in terms of the costs 
associated for women when they are forced to choose between their 
home and families and their careers (Hoschshild, 1989). Napholz 
(1995b) defined role commitment as the “subjective response on how 
one sets priorities for work and relationship roles” (p. 24). In her study 
of working women, the women who chose either work first or 
significant relationships first had a lower level of role conflict than did 
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women who felt a need to commit equally to both work and 
relationships. Other researchers, in their studies on women in 
educational administration, have examined the concept of role 
commitment (Kelly, 1997; Pavan, 1991, 1999). However, to date, 
there have been no studies that focused exclusively on women high 
school principals and role commitment. 
Women in educational administration have also been studied 
with regard to their level of job satisfaction. Some researchers found 
that women in educational administration expressed a high degree of 
job satisfaction and viewed themselves as effective in their jobs 
(Cochran, 1979; McCarthy & Zent, 1981). There have been a few 
studies where the job satisfaction of women high school principals was 
specifically researched. Paddock (1981) reported that 80% of the 
women high school principals in her study were satisfied and would 
choose the same career again. Fansher and Buxton (1984) studied 266 
women in the secondary school principalship nationwide, focusing on 
determinants of job satisfaction. They reported that the larger the 
school enrollment, the older the principal, and the more positive the 
feedback from the students, the higher the job satisfaction of female 
high school principals. Unfortunately, other studies of school 
administrators have neither differentiated by gender nor by school 
level in their discussions of job satisfaction for principals (Bacharach & 
Mitchell, 1983; Bogotch & Riedlinger, 1993; Gunn & Holdaway, 1986; 




Both quantitative and qualitative data collection strategies were 
used in this study to explore the experiences of women high school 
principals. The quantitative investigation was designed to describe 
women high school principals' role conflict, role commitment, and job 
satisfaction as well as provide demographic information on age, 
ethnicity, school size, marital status, and the presence of children at 
home. The qualitative investigation was designed to gather data that 
would expand the findings of the quantitative data through in-depth 
interviews with women high school principals.  
 
AU of the women who served as high school principals in public 
schools in Illinois, Minnesota, and Wisconsin during 1998-1999 were 
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asked to participate in this study by completing the survey instrument. 
The names of the women high school principals were obtained from 
the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction, the Minnesota 
Association of Secondary School Principals, and the Illinois State Board 
of Education. The high school principals included those who served in 
traditional high schools, with grades 9 through 12, as well as 
secondary schools with grades 7 through 12.  
 
Surveys containing questions on personal and professional 
backgrounds along with three established questionnaires on role 
conflict, role commitment, and job satisfaction were mailed to all of 
the women identified as high school principals in Illinois, Minnesota, 
and Wisconsin (n :::: 237). Several steps were taken to ensure a 
positive response to the survey. The survey instrument was limited to 
four pages and the packet included a note of appreciation, with a 
Susan B. Anthony coin attached. Of the 237 survey packets mailed, 
164 were returned for a return rate of 69.2%. The women high school 
principals were motivated to share their experiences and also indicated 
they were appreciative of the coin.  
 
Three survey instruments were used for the quantitative phase 
of the study: a Role Conflict Questionnaire, a Role Commitment 
Question, and a Job Satisfaction Survey. These instruments were 
previously tested on samples of working women in a variety of 
careers. The Role Conflict Questionnaire (Nevill & Damico, 1974) is a 
nine-item scale used to delineate areas of role conflict. Higher scores 
in this instrument indicate a greater level of role conflict. This 
instrument has been used to study the well-being of working women 
(Napholz, 1995a; Riesch, 1981). Cronbach alphas for these studies 
ranged from.70 to .73.  
 
The Role Commitment Question (Napholz, 1995b) is a one-item 
measure developed to subjectively identify how working women set 
priorities for work and relationships. Napholz offered three discrete 
choices to her respondents: (1) significant relationships first, (2) work 
equals relationship, and (3) work first. Napholz examined the 
association of role commitment with role conflict in her study of 106 
working women and found significant differences in role commitment 
between the groups (F(3, 102) = 5.96, p < .05). In the survey 
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instrument used for this study an item was modified and women were 
asked to identify their priorities for work or significant relationships by 
selecting the value on a 7-point Likert scale with (1) work first and (7) 
significant relationships first.  
 
The Job Satisfaction Survey (Mendenhall, 1977, revised by 
Schneider, 1984) is a 27-item questionnaire that was tested and used 
to study the job satisfaction of educators. For purposes of this study, 
modifications were made to the text of five items to make them 
appropriate for high school principals. Participants used a 4-point 
Likert scale for their responses with the higher numbers indicating 
more job satisfaction. Rice and Schneider (1994) reported the overall 
scale reliability to be .90.  
 
The participants for the qualitative phase of the study were 
selected from women high school principals in Wisconsin who had 
responded to the survey (n = 35). The qualitative study was limited to 
Wisconsin because of travel and time constraints. The sample of 
Wisconsin respondents was stratified into four groups based on the 
median scores on the role conflict and job satisfaction questionnaires. 
The categories were (1) below median role conflict/above median job 
satisfaction, (2) below median role conflict/below median job 
satisfaction, (3) above median role conflict/above median job 
satisfaction, and (4) above median role conflict/below median job 
satisfaction. Two participants were selected from each group, with 
consideration given not only to their role conflict and job satisfaction 
scores, but also to the designation of their high schools as urban or 
nonurban. This selection process was designed to allow for a diversity 
of experiences regarding both role conflict and job satisfaction as well 
as variety in the location of the high schools. However, the sample and 
the homogeneity of responses to job satisfaction and role conflict 
resulted in the scores of the respondents being quite close to the 
median score on both role conflict and job satisfaction.  
 
Eight women were selected as participants for the qualitative 
phase of this study using the categories described above. The women 
agreed to participate in intensive open-ended interviews that were 
specifically structured to allow them to expand on their perspectives 
about role conflict, role commitment, and job satisfaction that had 
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been presented in the survey. The participants were asked questions 
on how they balanced their personal and professional lives, the 
conflicts they experienced in their roles as high school principals, the 
factors that led to job satisfaction, and how they handled 
commitments to their families and careers.  
 
Data for the quantitative investigation were analyzed using the 
Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, Inc., 2000). 
Transcriptions of the interviews and field notes were entered into the 
NVivo® software package to facilitate the analysis of the qualitative 





Findings for this study are presented in two parts. First, the 
personal and professional characteristics of the women high school 
principals are described, followed by the findings related to role 
conflict, role commitment, and job satisfaction. Role conflict, role 
commitment, and job satisfaction are then described in terms of their 
interactions.  
 
Personal and Professional Characteristics  
 
The women high school principals from the three states shared 
similar personal attributes. The majority identified themselves as white 
(90.5%), married (67.90;6), and having children (74%). The ages of 
the respondents ranged from 28 to 65 with a mean age of 47.71 (SD 
=7.79). Of those respondents who had children en =120), 58.3% had 
children still living at home. A comparison by state of the demographic 
characteristics of the respondents is found in Table 2. There were no 
statistically significant differences with regard to marital status, 
ethnicity, parenthood, age, and age at first principalship between the 
three states.  
 
Respondents had worked as teachers for an average of 13.11 
years (SD = 6.7) prior to their first administrative positions. The mean 
age fm: obtaining a first high school principalship was 42.1 years (SD 
= 6.88), with a range front 24 to 57 years. The mean number of years 
NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be 
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page. 
Journal of School Leadership, Vol. 12, No. 1 (January 2002): pg. 57-77. Publisher Link. This article is © Rowman & 
Littlefield and permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Rowman & Littlefield 
does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express 
permission from Rowman & Littlefield. 
9 
 
that the respondents had befell in their present high school position 
was 4.8 years (SD = 3.0).  
 
The eight women who agreed to participate in the qualitative 
investigation had personal characters similar to the total survey 
sample. Seven were European American; one was African American. 
Their ages ranged from 43 to 53 years with a mean age of 40.5 years. 
Seven were married and had children; one was single and had never 
been married. Of the seven women with children, four of them had 
children living at home. They also reflected the total sample in terms 
of their ages at their first principalship, the number of years spent 
prior to teaching, and the number of years in their present position.  
 
Previous research has found that women tend to be older when 
they obtain their first principalship than are men at their first 
principalship (Ortiz, 1982; Paddock, 1981; Schneider, 1986; 
Shakeshaft, 1989). These earlier findings are consistent with the 
findings of this study. The women interviewed described their ages at 
their first principalship not only in terms of being older than their male 
counterparts, but also in terms of nearing the end of their careers. Six 
of the eight interviewees mentioned that they had become high school 
principals within 5 to 8 years of their possible retirement. One of the 
participants, who was 52 at the time of the interview, noted, "1 
wanted to commit 3 to 5 years to this school and after that we'll see. 
It may be time for retirement."  
 
The late entrance of women into the principalship, coming so 
close to retirement age, impacts on the number of experienced women 
high school principals who are available for recruitment to the 
superintendency. Participants were asked about their career 
aspirations in both the surveys and the interviews. Over half of the 
survey respondents (58%) indicated that they were not. interested in 
becoming superintendents. Only 32% of the survey respondents 
indicated they would consider the superintendency, while 10% did not 
answer at responded with "maybe." When specifically asked about 
their future aspirations, six of the interviewed pal1.icipants mentioned 
their possible retirements. One participant commented, "I don't know. 
I know what I want to do when I retire in terms of lily next life, and 
I'm probably about five years away from that," Another participant 
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commented that the longer she studied the superintendent's role, the 
less certain she had become about seeking that position. "It (the 
superintendency) strikes me as so much hand-holding with the board, 
I don't know if that's me. I'm terribly hands on and I really do value 
my relationships with people."  
 
Some researchers have found that women educators are at a 
disadvantage in pursuing administrative positions because they lack 
mobility (Grady & O’Connel, 1993; Paddock, 1981; Schneider, 1986). 
This was not necessarily the case for the women high school principals 
in this study. They were to move and, indeed, had moved to accept 
positions as high school principals. Thirty-sex percent of the 
respondents expressed a willingness to move to another community 
within their own state, while 17% were willing to move within their 
state or, if necessary, outside their state to obtain a principal ship. 
Forty-seven percent of the survey respondents were not willing to 
move beyond their community for a position as a high school principal. 
The experiences of the women who participated in the interviews also 
demonstrate that women perceive that they have some mobility. Four 
of the eight participants interviewed had moved to new communities 
within Wisconsin in order to become high school principals, and one 
participant had moved from another state for her position. Only three 
of the interviewees had become high school principals in the same 
distract where they were already employed.  
 
The findings of the qualitative investigation were consistent with 
previous research that noted the importance of mentors who provided 
support, encouragement, and networking opportunities in furthering 
women’s careers in educational administration (Conh, 1989; Grogan, 
1996; Mertz, 1987). In particular, women in educational 
administration were found to have benefited from having women as 
their mentors because female mentors could better explain the 
unwritten rules of the organization and identify the informal networks 
(Fleming, 1991; Hill & Ragland, 1995). Seven of the eight participants 
interviewed in this study mentioned that mentors had helped them in 
their careers. Five of the interviewees indicated that it had been 
female educational administrators who had encouraged them to apply 
for administrative positions and to enroll in administrative certification 
programs. One participant reported, “I would never have gotten 
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through these years, except that at every single turn, she said, ‘You 
stick to your guns. You’re doing the right thing! And you’re going to 
make it.’”  
 
Some previous research has argued that women tend not to 
provide mentorship to other women (McKenna, 1997; Schneider, 
1986). However, four of the women in this study were actively 
mentoring other women for positions in educational administration. 
They felt it was their responsibility to encourage women to enter 
educational administration. One participant clearly stated her view of 
the importance of mentoring other women: “I feel that it’s important 
to mentor women I work with who might, with some encouragement, 
be interested [in the high school principalship].”  
 
The interviewees were also well aware of the positions as role 
models for female students and teachers. As one participant noted, 
“That’s why I think it’s good for our kids that someone like myself is 
here, so they can see that women can do a variety of things.” Another 
participant commented: “I am proud of being a high school principal. 
I’m very aware when I walk down the halls of being a role model for 
the girls.”  
 
Several studies have reported on the importance of 
encouragement from university professors, family members, and 
training programs in the development of career aspirations for women 
educators (Gotwalt, 1986; Grady, 1992; Grady, Carlson, & Brock, 
1992). Though all the participants interviewed had been involved in 
programs in educational administration, either for their master’s 
degrees or for administrative certification, they had received 
inconsistent levels of support from their professors. One woman 
commented that there had been no direct encouragement from faculty 
in her educational administration programs. “I don’t believe that any 
professors actually came up to me and said, ‘Oh, you should be doing 
this.’ If you were in the program, you were in it.” Another interviewee 
was critical of the materials in her educational administration courses. 
Looking back, she commented, “as I read through it, the authors kept 
talking about men, men, men and I didn’t fit in the style that men 
used, and as I read it, I felt incompetent.” Only one of the 
interviewees reported receiving direct encouragement from her 
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professors in terms of teaching assistantships and help in job 
searches.  
 
Role Responsibilities and Role Balance  
 
Survey respondents indicated on average a moderate degree of 
role conflict, 3.83 (SD = 1.11), with a range of .88 (low role conflict) 
to 6.60 (very high role conflict). The Cronbach alpha for the Role 
Conflict Questionnaire for this study was .76. The Role Conflict 
Questionnaire asked respondents to rate the degree of conflict they 
experienced based on their expectations for themselves, time 
management, household management, feelings of guilt, expectations 
of others, financial matters, relations with husband, and child care 
concerns. Nevill and Damico (1974) found the highest areas of role 
conflict were those areas that involved a woman’s feelings of self and 
her ability to successfully manage her time. The women principals 
interviewed for this study expressed concerns about themselves in 
terms of their capabilities to perform as principals and their 
expectations for themselves. One of the interviewees commented: 
“Probably the biggest thing that I’ve struggled with is my head. Am I 
capable? Can I do this?” Another woman noted that it was only after 
eight years that she recognized that she was smart enough and had 
the energy for the work. A third principal described role conflict for her 
as the “inner conflict” caused by “my own expectations of what I want 
to be as a wife and a mother.” She felt that the affirmations she 
received as a high school principal did not “outweigh my internal 
struggle to be a better mom and wife.”  
 
The incredible time demands that were faced by the women in 
their positions as high school principals was a theme that emerged 
from the interviews. One of the interviewees commented: “There is 
never a week I work less than 70 hours. It is a minimum of a 12-hour 
day, and it is another 8 hours on the weekends.” Another participant 
noted that she worked “Two, three nights a week, 60-hour 
workweeks.” All of the interviewed participants, regardless of the size 
of their high schools, experienced conflicts over time demands.  
 
Interviewed participants who had children at home expressed a 
high level of role conflict. One of the interviewees who no longer had 
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young children described the role conflict generated by children when 
she stated, “I go to work all the time and any time. If I had younger 
children of any age that really needed me, it never could have 
happened.” Other participants described the extremely long hours that 
included evening and weekend work that kept them from their 
children. Several of the interviewees commented on how difficult it is 
to “do all of the juggling between the family and job.” As one 
interviewee commented: “No matter how much we say our husbands 
are helpful, mom is usually the nurturer and the caregiver and the 
worrywart. You know, you’re the organizational person. I mean, it’s 
stressful!” Another women noted that the stress and the demands of 
the principalship had resulted in her health failing:  
 
My health has not been as good as I want to be. I’ve gained 
weight in the three years that I’ve had this position. I stopped 
exercising because I don’t have time to do it. I get more colds 
and flu. If I had to do this for a long, long time, I think that it 
would definitely have a more dentrimental effect on my health.  
 
In order to measure role commitment, the respondents were 
asked to place themselves on a 7-point continuum from work first (1) 
to significant relationships first (7). The group as a whole scored on 
average 4.54 (SD = 1.74). This indicates that women high school 
principals were attempting to balance work and relationships nearly 
equally. Napholz (1995b) found that the women in her study who tried 
balance work and relationships equally experienced more role conflict 
than did those who chose either work or significant relationships first.  
 
The interviewed participants articulated clearly their personal 
struggles in choosing between work and family. One interviewee 
commented:  
 
I like to work and I like to get things done… I guess I’m learning 
to let work not slide, but take a backset to some personal kinds 
of things. It’s hard to do because I feel commitment to both, a 
tremendous commitment.  
 
Another participant selected family first and commented, “As a 
parent you’re constantly torn between the job and your family. So, 
how do you balance that? Work your way through it the best you can. 
NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be 
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page. 
Journal of School Leadership, Vol. 12, No. 1 (January 2002): pg. 57-77. Publisher Link. This article is © Rowman & 
Littlefield and permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Rowman & Littlefield 
does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express 
permission from Rowman & Littlefield. 
14 
 
To me, family is the most important thing.” One interviewee had 
resolved the struggle by dividing up the week  
 
I’d say Monday through Friday, it’s work first. On Saturday, it’s 
family first. On Sunday, it’s half-and-half. I’m able to do that 
because I’m at an age where I have an empty nest so I think 
that allows me some leeway. Until my child was a junior in high 
school, family came first.  
 
The comments of some of the interviewees indicate the complex 
nature of role commitment. They reported that there was a 
relationship between their tenure as a high school principal and their 
role commitment. The women who had been principals for over five 
years felt that the longer they served as principals, the more they 
knew what was important in their lives and the easier it became to 
choose family and friends over work. When they had first become high 
school principals they felt that they had to prove themselves and 
consequently would choose work first. Paradoxically, those women 
who had become high school principals later in their lives, when their 
children were not as time consuming, had found it much easier to 
commit to their work first.  
 
Job Satisfaction  
 
The survey respondents were moderately satisfied with their 
jobs. The scores on the Job Satisfaction Questionnaire ranged from 
1.93 (dissatisfied) to 3.96 (very satisfied) on the 4-point Likert scale 
with an average of 2.84 (SD = .39). The Cronbach alpha for the Job 
Satisfaction Questionnaire for this study was .90. The level of 
satisfaction with other administrators and coworkers, opportunities for 
growth and career advancement, school characteristics, financial 
aspects, conditions of the plant and facilities, amount of work, 
administrator-student ratio, pupil-administrator relations, and 
community relations were measured by this questionnaire.  
 
The participants in the interviews were generally satisfied with 
their positions as high school principals. When asked about job 
satisfaction, one participant commented: “I consider this a fantastic 
job. I like every facet of it. Nobody really talked about how much fun it 
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is, because I think it can be.” Another participant stated: “I guess I 
really like my job and I’m glad that I took this job. I think it’s a good 
job. I really do.” The interviewees reported that their job satisfaction 
was affected by (1) their length of time in the principalship, (2) their 
work with teachers, (3) the bureaucracy and politics of the school 
district, and (4) their interactions with students. They felt that the 
longer they served as a high school principal, the more their 
satisfaction with the position increased. One interviewee reported that 
in her third year in her position she had begun “feeling more 
comfortable with the role. I’ve got a little better handle on what’s 
going on and how to anticipate things I feel a little more on top of 
things and therefore a little more confident.” Another participant, who 
was in her eighth year as a high school principal, felt she was “not 
getting into as many struggles.” 
The interviewees mentioned that working with teachers was 
both a very satisfying aspect of their jobs as well as an aspect that 
could cause dissatisfaction. As one interviewee explained, “I derive a 
lot of satisfaction in my relationships with my teachers...seeing them 
happy, successful, growing, using new instructional techniques, trying 
strategies, and then becoming leaders themselves.” On the other 
hand, teachers also cause dissatisfaction because  
 
no matter how many different ways you’ve tried to work with 
that teacher to get them to be more effective with kids or to 
deal better with parents or to be a nice person to their 
teammates…it’s still the same old, same old…and it still gets to 
me.  
 
The level of dissatisfaction with their jobs was also related to 
the bureaucracy and politics of the school district. The amount of 
paperwork and the lack of autonomy and depth in the district 
frustrated the interviewees. They disliked “central office 
micromanaging.” In particular one interviewee mentioned that a major 
source of dissatisfaction was “lots of daily and weekly faxes from 
central administration. Being pulled from central administration and at 
the same time trying to get your job done here.”  
 
A major source of satisfaction mentioned by all the participants 
was the interactions they had with their students. One interviewee 
explained this source of job satisfaction:  
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I really enjoy watching kids succeed…My very best day of the 
year is graduation. It’s not because it’s over. No, No! It’s 
because it’s so nice to watch every kid personally walk across 
the stage.”  
 
The relationship between role conflict and job satisfaction was 
apparent in both the survey results and the interviews. Role conflict 
was inversely and significantly related to job satisfaction (r = -.366, p 
= .01). The more role conflict, the lower the level of job satisfaction. 
The women who participated in the interviews describe time demands 
as a major source of their role conflict. When time demands become 
too onerous, participants in the interviews explain that they become 
less satisfied with their jobs and they attempt to set clearer 
parameters for their time. They tell their teachers, parents, and 
students that they will not attend every extracurricular event. One of 
the participants worried that this approach might not be well received 
by all her of her constituents, but she felt that her need for balance in 
her life was worth the risk.  
 
The women in the study were principals of high schools ranging 
in size from 26 to 3,115 students, with 35% of the high schools having 
over 900 students. The participants interviewed reported that the size 
of the high school, in terms of the number of students enrolled, 
impacted both job satisfaction and role conflict. Three of the 
participants interviewed felt that high schools with more than 1,500 
students were less satisfying places to work. One participant, whose 
high school had 1,120 students, felt that  
 
any high school that is over a thousand and we’re pushing 
it…It’s much more difficult to manage, just because it’s 
that much bigger. You approach 1,500, 1,800, 2,000 and 
you’re dealing with a whole different place than you are in 
a thousand. You don’t get to know people. You don’t get 
to know faces. It’s a bad place, in my opinion, for both 
the adults and the kids in that building.  
 
Another participant observed,  
 
With a smaller high school, you certainly feel as if you can 
get more things done—you can have a greater impact. 
You can be more of an instructional leader than a 
NOT THE PUBLISHED VERSION; this is the author’s final, peer-reviewed manuscript. The published version may be 
accessed by following the link in the citation at the bottom of the page. 
Journal of School Leadership, Vol. 12, No. 1 (January 2002): pg. 57-77. Publisher Link. This article is © Rowman & 
Littlefield and permission has been granted for this version to appear in e-Publications@Marquette. Rowman & Littlefield 
does not grant permission for this article to be further copied/distributed or hosted elsewhere without the express 
permission from Rowman & Littlefield. 
17 
 
manager. When the schools gets too big, the principals 
ends up just being a manager.  
 
Participants noted that there was more role conflict with a larger 
school because “you would have more conflicts that bite into your own 
personal time. You have more help in terms of supervisors, but there 
will be certain times when you have to be there.” However, one 
participant felt that a smaller high school would cause more role 
conflict for the principal because there would be fewer resources and 
limited organizational help. “You still have to do all the organizational 
things…You’d have fewer people working with you. You have to wear 
more hats.” She felt that her school, with around 800 students, was 





The disproportionately low representation of women in the 
public high school principalship was demonstrated in this study with 
data that indicated that women held only 15.2% of the high school 
principals in Illinois, Minnesota, Wisconsin where 48.5% of the 
secondary school teachers were women. The policies and laws 
advocated by feminists in the 1970s and 1980s, such as affirmative 
action, the Equal Rights Amendment, and Title IX, have clearly had an 
insignificant impact on increasing the number of women in the high 
school principalship (Stromquist, 1997). Feminist researchers who 
articulate “power and politics” theories would not find the persistent 
underrepresentation of women in administrative positions surprising. 
They have argued that legislation and court rulings were merely the 
actions of a government that “essentially supports the social relations 
of male dominance in society” (Stromquist, 1997, p. 68). Women are 
relying on men in positions of power, such as the superintendency, to 
share their power by creating more access for women to the male 
power base (Marshall, 1999; Marshall & Anderson, 1995).  
 
Recent research has indicated a growing shortage of qualified 
candidates for the position of high school principal (Olson, 1999; 
Protheroe, 2001). The pool of candidates for principalship would be 
increased if more women could be attracted to the position. The 
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information gained in this study suggests that consideration must be 
given to the role of the principal in terms of role conflict, role 
commitment, and job satisfaction in order for school districts to attract 
and retain women in the high school principalship. Findings in the 
study demonstrate that changes will have to be made to the 
expectations for the high school principal to make the position more 
attractive. Similarly, Merrill and Pounder (1999) challenged district 
supervisors to “explore ways to improve the daily work life and job 
satisfaction of each principal through such things as stress reduction, 
workload management and pecuniary incentives” (p. 46).  
 
One of the expectations of the high school principalship that 
should be closely examined is the extensive time demand, in terms of 
extracurricular activities and evening and weekend meetings. The 
findings of this study indicate that the onerous time demands placed 
on the high school principal cause role conflicts for women who 
continue to be faced with balancing family responsibilities with the 
responsibilities of their jobs. Participants in the study struggled to 
balance their personal and professional lives. Those women high 
school principals who tried to balance equally their commitment to 
work and family expressed greater role conflict and less job 
satisfaction. Female teachers who may aspire to the high school 
principalship assume that only “superwomen” can balance the role 
conflicts of the high school principalship because there are so few 
women in that position (Schmidt, 1992).  
 
Role conflict also influences the career choices and decision 
making of female educators regarding their pursuit of the high school 
principalship. Women educators often do not know that considering 
the high school principalship later in their careers is not an uncommon 
occurrence for women. The interviewed participants had delayed their 
entrance into “high powered, time-consuming” positions like the high 
school principalship until their children were grown so that they could 
reduce the conflicts between their careers and their family roles. For 
many of the participants this is the reason why they did not become 
principals until they were older. However, entering the position of 
principalship later in their lives may alter future career paths. When 
asked about their aspirations, the participants discussed being within 
five years of retirement, rather than considering a career path that 
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may have led to positions such as assistant superintendent or 
superintendent. To attract women to the high school principalship 
earlier in their careers will require an understanding by school boards, 
district administrators, and the high school community of the multiple 
demands and expectations that mark the lives of women.  
 
The women high school principals in this study described their 
work with students and teachers as sources of job satisfaction. These 
are the very elements of the high school principalship that should be 
highlighted in order to attract more women educators to the position. 
Job satisfaction in the high school principalship is also related to the 
number of students in the high school. Data in the quantitative 
investigation indicated that job satisfaction increased as the size of the 
school increased. Qualitative interview data, however, indicated that 
schools that were too small or too large contributed to job 
dissatisfaction and role conflict. Interviewees were most satisfied with 
high schools with between 800 and 1,500 students. It would be 
valuable to further explore the relationship between job satisfaction 
and the number of students in a school to ascertain what size high 
school provides the most job satisfaction for both female and male 
principals.  
 
Women have long been assumed to be less mobile in terms of 
their career choices than men and, thus, limited in the high school 
principalship positions they could pursue. Findings from this study 
indicate that women today may be more willing to move to accept 
positions that enhance their careers than was true in the past. The 
question of mobility should be more thoroughly investigated in terms 
of its impact on career choices for women and men.  
 
The representation of women in the high school principalship 
may increased if there is an effort made to recruit, encourage, and 
mentor women considering educational administration. This study 
illustrates that female teachers who exhibit a potential or express a 
desire for administration should be identified by other administrators 
and offered leadership opportunities. Mentoring was a key factor in 
enabling women in this study to become high school principals. 
Professors in educational administration programs can also play a role 
in increasing the number of women educators who consider the high 
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school principalship by serving as mentors and by providing course 
readings that address the concerns of women in educational 
administration.  
 
There is a continued need for research that focuses exclusively 
on the high school principalship from a woman's perspective. The 
information available on the experiences and challenges facing women 
who are high school principals needs to be expanded. Studies that 
compare female and male high school principals in terms of role 
conflict, role commitment, and job satisfaction are also needed to 
develop a broader understanding of the high school principalship. 
Perhaps in today's society, with a large number of two-career families, 
the role conflicts experienced by male and female high school 
principals will be similar. An understanding of similarities and 
differences in the perceptions held by men and women high school 
principals about role conflict, role commitment, and job satisfaction 
could contribute to the development of a more realistic set of 
expectations for the high school principal.  
 
In the meantime, school administrators, school boards, and 
professors of educational administration must be mindful that women 
educators consider role conflicts, role commitment, and job 
satisfaction when making decisions regarding the desirability of the 
high school principalship. To increase the number of women in the 
high school principalship attention must be paid to the impact of these 
constructs. Having more women high school principals will 
demonstrate to teachers and students alike that educational 
administration is a career choice that is available for both women and 
men. The high school need not continue to be a place where women 
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